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Abstract: This paper explores how writers describe landscapes 
existing in their memories. The focus of this study is to examine 
how language and landscapes are combined using the concept 
of “palimpsest.” A contemporary American nature writer, 
Annie Dillard, uses the word “palimpsest” when describing her 
hometown, Pittsburgh, and compares it to a “sliding pile of cities” 
like Rome or Jericho. 
This investigation uses cognitive poetics, especially the figure 
and ground model, in order to analyze Dillard’s discourse. In the 
work, An American childhood, her inner experiences are used to 
construct a reminiscence. Dillard’s way of writing, which she calls 
“narrative collage,” makes narrative lines into a panoramic vision 
by unifying time and space. 
Examining the structures of the narrative lines and analyzing 
the discourse through figure and ground resulted in the following 
finding. This is the case in which a person approaches nature as 
a ground. Some kinds of trees, like a fetish, trigger a person to 
be immersed in their inner experiences. The idea of figure and 
ground also suggests that the description of inner experiences 
suddenly breaks away from a fixed space, which is considered as 
palimpsest, and changes it into a dynamic event. We can view this 
in terms of communication between nature and human beings.
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When everything else has gone from my brain—the President’s name, the state 
capitals, the neighborhoods where I lived, and then my own name and what it was 
on earth I sought, and then at length the faces of my friends, and finally the faces 
of my family—when all this has dissolved, what will be left, I believe, is topology: the 
dreaming memory of land as it lay this way and that. (Dillard, 1987, p. 3)
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Our Pittsburgh was like Rome, or Jericho, a palimpsest, a sliding pile of cities built 
ever nearer the sky, and rising ever higher over the rivers. If you dug, you found 
things. (Dillard, 1987, p. 73)
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Nothing is more typical of modernist fiction than its shattering of narrative line. 
Just as Cubism can take a roomful of furniture and iron it onto nine square feet of 
canvas, so fiction can take fifty years of human life, chop it to bits, and piece those 
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bits together so that, within the limits of the temporal form, we can consider them all 
at once. This is narrative collage. (Dillard, 1982b, pp. 20–21)
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????????????????On a bicycle I traveled over the known world’s edge? and 
the ground held.??p. 42??????????????????????????????
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before reading. The text I read was the town; the book I made up was a map.??p. 44???
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Loss came around with the seasons, blew into the house when you opened the 
windows, piled up in the bottom desk and dresser drawers, accumulated in the back 
of closets, heaped in the basement starting by the furnace, and came creeping up 
the basement stairs. Loss grew as you did, without your consent; your losses mounted 
beside you like earthworm castings. (Dillard, 1987, p. 172????????
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It all seemed to take place right here, here among the blossoming rhododendrons 
outside the sunporch windows just below our bedroom, here in the Pittsburgh forest 
that rose again from every vacant lot, every corner of every yard the mower missed, 
every dusty crack in the sidewalk, every clogged gutter on the roof?an oak tree, a 
sycamore, a mountain ash, a pine. (Dillard, 1987, pp. 118–119????????
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Now a self-conscious and stricken silence overtook the neighborhood, overtook our 
white corner house and myself inside. ?Am I living?? In the kitchen I watched the 
unselfconscious trees through the screen door, until the trees?autumn branches like 
fins waved away the silence. I forgot myself, and sank into dim and watery oblivion. 
(Dillard, 1987, p. 16????????
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I have some experience of these palo santo trees. They interest me as emblems of the 
muteness of the human stance in relation to all that is not human. I see us all as palo 
santo trees, holy sticks, together watching all that we watch, and growing in silence. 
(Dillard, 1982a, p. 92????????
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